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Abstract 
This paper presents an exploratory study analysing writing pedagogies, both explicitly and implicitly, 
across content areas in Dutch and Flemish (Flanders is the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium) 
secondary schools. Semi-structured interviews were held with teachers and writing instructions were 
collected. The resulting data was analysed using a number of theoretical concepts, concerning beliefs 
about writing pedagogies, functions of writing and perspectives on language teaching and learning. 
The results indicate that many teachers are not process-oriented, but teach writing in a product-
oriented way. Learning through writing is barely present in their teaching. Although teachers from 
other subjects certainly pay attention to language and writing, their practice lacks pedagogic insight on 
writing. 
Keywords: writing across the curriculum, secondary education, curriculum design. 
1 INTRODUCTION: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Arguing that writing is the most demanding linguistic skill to learn, Bonset and Braaksma [1] refer to 
the intricate nature of writing as a skill. Bazerman describes writing “as a complex activity, influencing 
the orientations and activity of minds” [2]. Students often find it quite difficult to learn how to write well. 
Teachers also seem to experience complications when it comes to the teaching of writing and 
monitoring of this process. In the Netherlands, the process-oriented approach has become the 
dominant pedagogy, at least in ‘theory’, as this process-oriented approach is barely used in daily 
practice in primary education. There are some signals that this process is slowly finding acceptance in 
secondary education [3], though some authors suggest that, in secondary schools, this process-
orientation is still restricted to the pragmatic dimension of the process, neglecting the cognitive 
dimension [4], thus teaching students a rather procedural approach [5]. 
With the development of more constructivist-oriented approaches in several school subjects [6] and 
the arrival of communicative educational methods, teachers of non-linguistic subjects, such as history, 
biology or geography, are expected to integrate the various communicative skills (reading, writing, 
speaking and listening) in their teaching practices. This evolution means that teachers should be able 
to efficiently support and oversee the learning process of writing of their pupils. Consequently, 
teachers face new challenges in order to meet this new turn. 
The practice of writing across the curriculum (WAC) has been largely explored since the 1960s [7] 
originating in the rising interest for writing instructions and resulting in various WAC [8]. The main 
objective of such programs was and remains to improve student writing skills and develop interrelated 
learning and communication skills of all students. Research proved that such programs improve both 
the practice and teaching of writing, as well as teaching theoretical models [9]. The idea that non-
language teachers contribute to the language development of their students has been promoted in the 
1980s in our countries, but is still rarely observed in practice in Dutch and Flemish schools. 
Nevertheless, each subject requires the students to read and write texts, as well as give 
presentations. The research questions that guide this study are therefore as follows: 
1 Which pedagogic approaches to learning to write are used by teachers? 
2 Which functions of writing do teachers use in their classroom? 
3 Which perspectives do teachers have on language teaching and learning? 
In the next section we elaborate on these three theoretical perspectives. 
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1.1 Pedagogic approaches to teaching writing 
In a review study Ivanič distinguishes six different approaches to teaching writing, each embedded in a 
specific discourse that consists of “sets of beliefs about writing, and learning to write, and practices of 
teaching and assessment of writing”. Ivanič distinguishes the skills approach, the creative and self-
expressive approach, the process approach, the genre approach, the functional approach, and the 
critical analysis approach [3]. These six discourses form a comprehensive framework that Ivanič 
explicitly sees as a tool for the analysis of teaching writing. The skills approach focuses on the end-
product of a written text, meaning the linguistic patterns at work, in which writing is seen as a separate 
skill applying the correct use of English. The creative, self-expressive approach, unlike the skills 
approach, focuses on the mental process of writing, in which writing is seen as the product of the 
writer’s creativity, focusing on content and style. Within this approach, writing is closely linked to 
reading, thus including the other skills. Comparable to the creative approach, is the process approach, 
equally emphasizing the mental processes at work whilst writing, as writing consists of both cognitive 
as pragmatic processes. The assessment should thus focus the process. The genre approach focuses 
on the text-type, meaning the genre and social context in which the genre should function, as such 
learning to write equals learning different text-types, each serving a different purpose according to a 
specific context. The functional approach is quite similar, as it highly considers the event for writing; 
writing becomes a purpose-driven communication, within specific contexts. Writing is thus seen as an 
element of social practices, dealing with social meaning and value. However, whereas the assessment 
of the genre approach focuses on ‘appropriacy’, the functional approach assesses the effectiveness of 
writing. Finally, the critical literacy approach is mentioned. This final approach broadens the 
perspective of the functional approaches to political aspects of the context. As such, writing, and 
especially learning to write, should include a critical awareness of genres and discourses, focusing on 
the historical and political movements at the base of such genres or discourses. The assessment 
criterion for this approach could be social responsibility. 
1.2 Functions of writing 
Writing has several functions, in society as well as in schools. Ivaničs approach implicitly identifies 
different functions of writing. Our analysis will focus more explicitly on these various functions. We 
distinguish communicative, poetic, expressive and conceptual writing, as well as writing for 
documentation and control. In the communicative function [9]), writing is essentially seen as an action 
towards a certain audience, that must be informed, interested, persuaded and/or activated. Britton et 
al. [10] refer to the latter as the transactional function of writing. Britton distinguishes this transactional 
function from the poetic function. In this particular function the writer does not have an immediate 
intention towards an audience; instead, the writer is a spectator who observes and experiences the 
world around, and by writing he interprets, comments and often evaluates. Both the transactional and 
the poetic function of writing can be developed from a more expressive writing that results in a 
personal and explorative draft. This expressive writing seems to be important for those students 
whose writing behaviour can be compared with the activity of a sculptor. The poetic and expressive 
function is strongly tied to the creative self-expression approach. Kádár-Fülöp [11] refers to the 
expressive function, as used by ‘sculptors’, as the epistemic function of writing, writing that aims at 
knowledge construction. Writing is thus considered as a learning tool. Students can learn by writing in 
different school subjects, because ‘writing shapes thinking’ [12] or as Dysthe et al. [13] see it: by 
writing, thoughts become visible and thinking can be explored and developed. Students can reread 
what they wrote/thought, and reformulate their thinking, using more or less subject specific concepts. 
Langer and Applebee [12] conclude in their research that there is clear evidence that ‘activities 
involving writing (…) lead to better learning than activities involving reading and studying only’. Other 
research is less positive on the role of writing in learning, but van der Leeuw [9], referring to 
Ackermann [14] and Bangert-Drowns et al. [15], concludes that a lot of research which expresses 
doubts about learning by writing, conceptualizes learning as a transmission of canonical knowledge. 
Whereas the concept of poetic writing is used by Britton [10] in the development of literary texts, 
Kádár-Fülöp [11] focuses mainly on referential texts. Van der Leeuw [9] refers to this function, in 
schools, as the learning or conceptual function of writing. Kádár-Fülöp [11] also distinguishes the 
documentary function of writing: writing as a tool for recording agreements, rules, laws. This 
documentary function is rather important in education. Van der Leeuw [9] connects this function to 
evaluation and control, referring to this function as the control function of writing. 
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1.3 Perspectives on language teaching and learning 
In exploring functions of writing, we perceive two different perspectives on language teaching and 
learning. Referring to Nystrand et al. [16], we distinguish the ‘transmission of knowledge’ and the 
‘transformation of understandings’. Transmission of knowledge is based on the belief that knowledge 
is objective, neutral, and generalized. Schools have to transmit that knowledge to students, who have 
to show that they can reproduce and apply it. Conversely, transformation of understandings is based 
upon the belief that knowledge is constructed by language and language use, through a dialogue 
between teacher and students. Knowledge is not objective, neutral nor general, but value laden, 
bound to social groups and forces. The skills approach as described by Ivanič clearly represents an 
objectivist perspective on knowledge. The functional and critical approaches are more likely to 
represent the constructivist perspective. 
Underlying these perspectives on this dichotomy of knowledge, there is another dichotomy, about 
language. In ‘Transmission of knowledge’ language use is perceived as coding and decoding a reality 
outside the language user whereas in ‘Transformation of understandings’, language is seen as 
constructing meaning, that is to say the interpretations of reality. We already recognize these 
dichotomies in our description of functions of language. The distinction between epistemic and 
transactional functions of writing can be interpreted as two different perspectives on language, a 
constructivist perspective and respectively a coding perspective. The basic idea behind writing to learn 
shows a constructivist perspective on language.  
2 METHODOLOGY 
In order to answer our research questions (as formulated in our introduction), we carried out two 
exploratory studies in the higher levels of the educational systems, targeting students aged 15 to 
17/18. In the Netherlands we interviewed ten teachers for each of the following school subjects; 
geography, science, biology, arts, business and economics, English, philosophy, history, physics and 
mathematics. Additionally we interviewed two (first language) Dutch teachers. In Flanders, we 
interviewed twenty (first language) Dutch teachers and eighty other teachers; varying from subjects 
such as history, science, biology, mathematics, business and economics, geography, art history, 
French and English. We examined their opinions regarding writing and teaching writing. Both in the 
Netherlands and in Flanders, we held this interviews (n= 112) in a semi-structured way (using a 
predetermined set of questions in both countries). 
Additionally to these semi-structured interviews, we looked at the writing instructions, as the latter can 
reveal a great deal on the choices as described in our conceptual framework in the introduction. In the 
Netherlands, we examined one writing instruction for each of the twelve teachers and discussed these 
with the concerned teachers. In Flanders, we scrutinized thirty-three writing instructions in the various 
subjects. As such, we hoped to see if the teachers’ claims regarding their pedagogies of writing 
coincide with the teachers’ practices. 
In order to better understand these writing instructions (n=45), the data was analysed according to a 
few criteria that are believed to be essential: transparency, models, cross-curricular cooperation, 
and genre.  Writing instructions should be transparent. Indeed, the learner should know exactly what is 
expected from him when reading the given instruction. Transparency becomes clear in various 
aspects such as objective, questioning, assessment, design and practical arrangements. In addition to 
such a transparent teaching frame, a clear model should be provided to the learners. By this we mean 
to understand that teachers should themselves preach what they teach. As a third criterion, we have 
chosen cross-curricular cooperation, in which arrangements on writing have been made and are 
integrated throughout various subjects. Finally genre is listed. Various genres are presented, however 
it is often unclear whether teachers of various school subjects expect the learners to yield these 
genres, or even refer to this aspect. 
3 RESULTS 
In our presentation of the results, no distinctions has been made between Dutch and Flemish results, 
as they are similar. The semi-structured interviews reflected a one-sided image of educational 
practices. The biggest issue, according to Dutch teachers, are the spelling errors and a lack of 
structural insight as to how a text should be structured. An additional problem would be the lack of 
creativity amongst the learners. Most teachers are also preoccupied with the overall workload of 
designing as well as correcting the writing instructions appropriately. The latter is further compromised 
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by the predicament of adequately assessing the writing products and giving appropriate feedback. 
These concerns are partly shared by the teachers of other subjects, in particular concerning the 
language control or lack of it. They claim that the learners experience difficulties with the formulation of 
correct and adequate answers. The teachers also mentioned the use of dialect and chat-language in 
their texts. Learners are distinctly less competent and are less endeavoured when writing in another 
subject than in the Dutch course. The interviews clearly indicate that writing is perceived as highly 
technical and product-orientated. Few other functions of writing, as explained in the introduction, are 
exemplified. This becomes clear when looking at the answers for the following questions: Which 
objectives do you target with your writing instructions? Do the methods you work with follow a certain 
(learning) strategy?  
Indeed, when looking at the actual writing instructions, similar findings are observed. As explained 
above, the writing instructions were analysed using four criteria; transparency, design, model and 
cooperation. 
3.1 Transparency 
The objective of each writing instruction must be clear. Therefore, the teacher himself must clearly 
know what he or she expects from his learners. Remarkably, it seems that this is rarely the case for 
general writing projects. Only four out of the forty-five analysed instructions included formal 
objectives.  However, a clear understanding of the objective should lead to a better assimilation of the 
targeted content, as is seen in the following example given by a history teacher: “The objective of this 
assignment is to combine the advantages of new media to the skills of a skilled and thus critical 
historian. This project practices the online giving of encyclopaedic knowledge in a responsible 
manner”. 
Conversely, we noticed that for project reports, the percentage of well-presented writing 
instructions  in which a clear objective is stated, is quite higher. Four out of twelve teachers do 
explicitly mention an objective. In other two cases, a formal objective is not given, yet a reason as to 
why the learner should compose the dissertation is given: “In higher education, papers and 
dissertations are often expected. Independent research will be expected. As such, you must be able to 
assimilate various sources to one homogeneous whole. Scientific criteria must be taken into account. 
Our alumni frequently tell us that these skills are still challenging for them. As such, we would like you 
to test-run these skills”. 
A clear questioning, under which we understand good guidelines, is vital for good transparency. 
Guidelines must be carefully constructed as they guide the learner throughout the writing process, 
thus the learning process. The quality of the read instructions seem to be very different. Indeed, some 
instructions exist of only a few sentences – and are thus very limited in their information towards the 
learners – whereas other include several pages. However, it is impossible to judge the quality of the 
instructions depending on their lengths. Yet, some variations as to the quality of the instructions can 
be detected. In some cases it is clear that the content linked to the writing instruction is not always 
suited to the level of efficiency of the learners: “Look for a recent article (newspaper article – magazine 
– internet) that deals with the North-American industry”. 
These specific instructions fail on at least two items; firstly, it is not clear as to what is meant with 
recent. Secondly, the article’s topic is quite broad. Such an instruction, meant for a 16-year old, can be 
quite challenging, not to say confusing. Due to the lack of a well-defined frame, various possibilities 
become possible, and as such the task becomes highly complex for the learner. The next sample is 
less vague about its content, yet the instruction seems more appropriate for a research project, than a 
writing instruction in secondary education : “Write a short – chronological – report on the colonisation 
of Congo Free State. Structure the report according to the following phases (refer to the used 
documents for each phase) 
− Acquisition of Congo Free State 
− Exploitation of the area 
− Growing criticism on the Reign of Leopold II and the transfer of Congo 
− Consequences for the native population  and their relationship to the white colonists”. 
However it is important to adjust the instructions to the pre-acquired knowledge and capabilities of the 
learner, so as to provide sufficient learning opportunities. In the above-mentioned examples, we 
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believe that the learning opportunities are not quite sufficient, as the instructions are too general and 
lack in context. 
Transparency between teacher and learner, or assessor and assessor, presumes a transparent 
assessment frame. A clear difference between the general writing tasks and the projects reports is to 
be noticed. Indeed, for the general writing tasks, we notice that just eight out of the thirty-three writing 
tasks include information on the assessment procedure. This is quite different for the project reports, 
in which eight out of the twelve tasks do contain such information. In seven cases the explicit criteria 
and scores for each part are mentioned. However, still a third (4/12) lacks any reference to the 
assessment procedures. Having screened the instructions on this part, some confusion is to be 
noticed. Indeed, only eleven out of the twenty-one assignments formally mentioned anything related to 
the overall expected design. Mostly, this includes lay-out, structure, page minimum, bibliography, etc. 
However, not all of these aspects are to be expected in the eleven instructions in which a reference 
was made to design. Indeed, some are simply limited to lay-out or page minimum. Yet, ten writing 
instructions still lack any reference to design. As such, one instruction prefers to be vague than 
precise, as it invites the learner to “write a concise report”, but fails to elaborate on what the teacher 
understands with “concise”. However, it is noticeable that these aspects are much more elaborate for 
the project reports. Only one instruction failed on this aspect. Yet, again, it would seem that the 
differences are quite big, as some instructions are very thorough or simply too extensive, whilst other 
are again limited to just one sentence referring to the lay-out. 
3.2 Model 
In addition to transparency, it is important that the instructions are a good reflection of what is 
expected. As such, the instructions themselves should correspond to the assessment criteria used by 
the assessor, the teacher. The analysed data proved that too many instructions were indeed negative 
examples or models, as they often contained spelling errors, or were badly constructed and/or 
structured. Indeed, out of all the writing instructions combined, five contained spelling errors such as 
“and/an”. Similar to the spelling errors, erroneous formulations were to be observed such as “down the 
screen/underneath the screen”. Equally present were mistakes against the correct use of the 
punctuation mark. Finally, some instructions were poorly designed and presented, something adding 
confusion as some words seem to be highlighted for no reason at all.  
3.3 Cooperation 
Cross-curricular cooperation was only clearly noticeable in the projects reports. Indeed, it would seem 
that the Dutch teacher was consulted. For the general writing assignment no indication to such a 
cooperation can be detected. Only one instruction vaguely refers to the Dutch subject, in reference to 
the bibliography. It might be that cross-curricular cooperation is indeed at work, yet no formal 
indication of this is to be found in the teacher-student communication. This is quite different for the 
projects reports, yet this should not be surprising, as most of these dissertation are indeed cross-
curricular, in which multiple attainment targets are included. However, once more some variation is to 
be noticed. Some instructions simply refer to the knowledge attained and practiced in the Dutch 
lesson, whereas other explicitly present their first language teacher(s) as a contact: “You can direct 
your language related questions concerning  the literature research to your Dutch teacher”. 
3.4 Genre 
Within the assembled general instructions, various genres are to be expected and noticed. Indeed, 
essays, reports, argumentations, reviews, etc. are present. These are all genres that are dealt with in 
the Dutch lessons, however it is unclear whether the teachers of other school subjects give the same 
interpretation to these genres, as is seen, practiced and taught by the first language teachers, as no 
references to this are to be found. As such, we could question whether teachers and learners do 
understand each other, as teachers often consult the learners’ pre-acquired knowledge: “Write an 
essay about the function of Barack Obama’s election campaign within the current political situation in 
North-America […]”. The learners are thus supposed to know what is meant by an essay, and how to 
compose an essay, yet no further explanation is given as to how the teacher him- or herself views a 
good essay, or how an essay is better suited than a contemplation, or what the difference between 
both is. 
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4 DISCUSSION    
4.1 Pedagogic approaches to teaching writing 
When looking at the instructions used by teachers to teach writing, most remarkably it seems that  the 
value of a draft version is never actually mentioned. The skills approach appears greatly favoured by 
teachers, as their focus lies on the correct use of language, strongly emphasizing linguistic patterns 
and spelling. Moreover, writing is still treated separately from other skills. Yet, both the creative and 
process approach, which accentuates the mental process of writing, teaches students to organise their 
writing; focusing  on the  cognitive and  pragmatic process, imply the use of  draft versions, hence 
suggesting the possibility to learn through writing. In addition, these approaches do not isolate writing 
from other skills, as they believe writing to be closely linked to reading, thus enhancing 
learning.  Although, for first language education it would seem that the act of giving comments and 
rewriting a text are both perceived as self-evident, it is still strongly product-oriented. Nonetheless, first 
language education does ensure feedback for student writing assignments, whereas other subjects do 
not. Similarly, the analysed writing instructions show a more process-oriented approach, incorporating 
writing preparations and revision tasks, all of which include the act of giving and processing 
comments. Consequently, one might argue that for Dutch, as a subject, both the process and product 
approach are emphasised, though not equally. 
With regard to other subjects, we noticed that writing is primarily product-oriented. Additionally, 
structure plans are commonly given. This means that a certain standardised formula/pattern has to be 
taken into account when writing. Again it appears that the skills approach, favouring writing as control 
of language and course content, is chosen. As for the rest, it would seem that teachers believe in 
‘remittance’ (transfer) from first language education. However, it would seem that none of the students 
are aware of this. Furthermore, when analysing the provided feedback and assessment, it seems that 
all teachers apply a more product-oriented assessment. Teachers seem to be aware of this product-
oriented course, and admit that both feedback and assessment could be less product-oriented, but 
invoke their lack of knowledge on writing instructions and lack of time as main cause for this 
predicament. Accordingly, it seems that cross-curricular remittance is still not achievable as the 
disparities amongst school subjects are still troublesome.  
4.2 Functions of writing 
As for the various functions of writing, we detect predominant transactional and control functions, in 
which writing, as explained above, has a documentary function. Indeed, students write in order to 
demonstrate what they learned, thus writing not as a tool for recording laws, agreements or rules but 
rather the syllabus’ content. Moreover, in this area, teachers failed to mention the importance of 
expressive writing, in spite of its importance in education, in particular for students as perceived by 
Kádár-Fülöp as ‘sculptors’, in which writing is seen as construction of knowledge. Likewise, for texts 
that could generate learning through writing, such as reporting a science project, similar conclusions 
can be drawn. Such texts, including hypothesis writing, could be written whilst experimenting, 
reproducing the construction of knowledge. However, practice clearly shows that nearly all students 
neatly translate their results into nicely drafted conclusions. This indicates that writing could be better 
defined as ‘decoding’ or even ‘recording’ than the actual construction of knowledge. 
4.3 Perspectives on writing and language learning 
The results as discussed above indicate that practice still favours a more skills- and product-orientated 
approach. As Ivanič (2004) explains, the different approaches of writing instruction can be linked to 
aspects of teaching and learning. Referring to Nystrand et al. (1997), it seems that the transmission of 
knowledge is still employed. Indeed, both the pedagogics at work as the functions of writing, indicate 
that knowledge is objective, neutral and generalized. Students are asked to reproduce and apply 
knowledge rather than create knowledge. Strict linguistic patterns and certain formulae need to be 
followed when writing, whereas free or creative writing is discouraged. 
Finally, with respect to our research, we would like to add our gained insights concerning the matter of 
genres, as there is an obvious discrepancy between both countries. Seemingly, there seems to be no 
such thing as genre awareness and cross-curricular collaboration in the examined Flemish schools. 
Conversely, we observed that the Dutch school, disposing over a writing centre, does provide 
information on the subject. The provided information should be used and referred to by the non-
language teachers when giving writing assignments. To know which genres are cross-curricular, which 
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are subject related and which types of texts can best exemplify a certain genre. Indeed, an argument 
could be voiced in a letter, a complain letter and an article. Moreover, we perceived that a higher 
awareness of such issues is far more important than the simple act of giving clear-cut answers. To be 
sure, teachers with such a higher level of awareness, appear to be more conscious about the various 
difficulties students face with writing assignments. 
5 CONCLUSION 
The aim of this study was to investigate which pedagogic approaches to learning to write, which 
functions of writing, are used in Dutch and Flemish schools today and which perspective teachers 
have on language teaching and learning. The analysed results indicate that both the skills and the 
product-orientated approach are still at work. However, it seems that first language teachers often 
believe that the act of given feedback, using draft versions and incorporating writing preparations, is 
self-evident. Furthermore, these aspects are often incorporated within writing instructions. However, it 
might be interesting to further explore this matter. Because our data represents school subjects linked 
to different academic disciplines – from humanities to natural sciences – it might be interesting to 
analyse writing in different subjects on the deeper layers of language, knowledge and epistemology. In 
addition, further research could attempt to supply a few practical tools in order to enforce 
improvement, which will primarily focus and fit in with the above-mentioned product and control-
orientation, typical of writing assignments. We believe that a minimal re-adjustment could enhance the 
quality of writing education and the mutual comprehension and communication between pupil and 
teacher. Finally, additional research could indicate which skills non-language teachers should master 
in order to achieve perfection in this matter. 
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